Reasons to be cheerful? by Prior, Michael
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For over 20 years, world governments have repeatedly dodged the 
issues raised at Rio. GHG emissions are 50% higher and increasing. 
Climate change is real and now. The majority of those who will be flooded 
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At 4 degrees, 
Shanghai, Tianjin and 
Dhaka will essentially 
disappear whilst at 
2 degrees, only parts 
of them would be 
submerged. Africa 
has fewer coastal 
megapolises than 
Asia, but cities such 
as Durban and Dar 
es Salaam would also 
largely vanish.
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Writing in the flood-torn north of England, it is difficult to find reasons to be cheerful, 
particularly about climate change. Our 
floods pale in comparison with those 
in Tamil Nadu or the Pacific North 
West of the USA, but what each has 
in common is that they result from 
record rainfall and that they kill people. 
Such events will provide little solace to 
drought-stricken southern Africa as the 
crops wither and, again, people die. 
Nor to California, now entering its fifth 
year of drought. 
But here is just a small reason to 
be optimistic: that finally the message 
has been fully received. Climate 
change is not just something that will 
happen in some future time but is 
here and now. Climate change is 
happening as the weather becomes 
wilder and less predictable. There 
is no way now to stop it completely. 
The world has  already gained 1 
degree since pre-industrial times and it 
will continue to warm until greenhouse 
gas (CHG) emissions stabilise with 
respect to CHG sinks. But there is 
now almost universal recognition 
that the problem is real and has 
to be tackled. (The important holdouts 
to this recognition will be addressed 
below). 
Just one aspect of the impacts 
and how they vary with projected 
temperature rise is worth examining. 
The great icecaps of Antarctica and 
Greenland are melting and the 
sea-level is gradually rising. According 
to scientists at Climate Central1 
Carbon emissions causing 4 
degrees Celsius of warming (7.2 
degrees Fahrenheit) – a business-
as-usual scenario – could lock in 
enough eventual sea level rise to 
submerge land currently home 
to 470 to 760 million people 
globally. Carbon cuts resulting in 
the proposed international target of 
2 °C warming (3.6 °F) would reduce 
the rise locked in so that it would 
threaten areas now occupied by as 
few as 130 million people.
In terms of cities, at 4 degrees, 
Shanghai, Tianjin and Dhaka will 
essentially disappear whilst at 2 
degrees, only parts of them would be 
submerged. Africa has fewer coastal 
megapolises than Asia, but cities such 
as Durban and Dar es Salaam would 
also largely vanish.
Even these predictions have been 
challenged by the respected climate 
scientist, James Hansen, who together 
with a group of scientists have 
suggested that an even greater 5 metre 
rise may occur by 2100, effectively 
wiping out many coastal cities in the 
USA including New York and Miami 
City. Naturally, this has raised concern 
even amongst US citizens.
The message that climate change 
is real was certainly that which came 
from the Convention of the Parties 
(COP) 21 in Paris which culminated 
in wild cheering from the massed 
ranks of the delegates as the 
session chair declared that the so-called 
Paris Agreement had been accepted 
by all countries. Is this another reason 
to be cheerful? Let us start at the 
beginning.
COP 21 gets its ungainly title from 
the fact that the ‘parties’ are those 
countries which have signed the United 
Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC), the treaty 
negotiated in 1992 in Rio de Janeiro 
which came into force in 1994 and 
which set in train succeeding annual 
conferences. The key passage in this 
Convention is Article 3(1) which states 
that Parties should act to protect the 
climate system on the basis of "common 
but differentiated responsibilities", and 
that developed country Parties should 
"take the lead" in addressing climate 
change. 
Under Article 4, all Parties make 
general commitments to address 
climate change through, for example, 
climate change mitigation and adapting 
to the eventual impacts of climate 
change. Article 4(7) goes on to state 
that:
The extent to which developing 
country Parties will effectively 
implement their commitments 
under the Convention will depend 
on the effective implementation 
by developed country Parties of 
their commitments under the 
Convention	 related	 to	 financial	
resources and transfer of technology 
and will take fully into account that 
economic and social development 
and poverty eradication are the 
first	 and	 overriding	 priorities	 of	 the	
developing country Parties.
This distinction between 
‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries 
was clearly defined in UNFCCC in 
annexes which name 24 countries, 
essentially all members of the OECD, 
who have special responsibilities both 
for reducing GHG emissions and 
also for assisting all other countries in 
their efforts to mitigate and cope with 
climate change. This list and 
the associated differentiation of 
responsibilities has been unchanged 
since. In 1997, these so-called Annex 
1 countries agreed the Kyoto Protocol 
which laid down specific targets for 
GHG emissions. Kyoto was eventually 
ratified by all Annex 1 countries with 
the crucial exception of the USA. It 
remains legally in force for a rather 
smaller group of countries who have 
signed up for extended targets up 
to 2020 under the so-called Doha 
amendment. Although Kyoto has had 
some limited success, by 2012 global 
GHG emissions were 50% higher than 
in 1990 despite all the fine words of 
the Rio Convention.
In 2009, COP 15 in Copenhagen 
ended in what is often seen as chaos 
and discord. Since then there have 
been successive COPs in Cancun, 
Durban and Doha2 together with 
largely meaningless gatherings in 
Warsaw and Lima. Essentially, all 
grappled with finding a successor to 
the Kyoto Protocol faced with the 
clearly voiced view that the USA, 
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China and India would not sign any 
treaty binding them to emission 
reduction; China and India basing 
themselves on the distinctions of 
the  UNFCCC and the USA on its 
legislative hostility to any international 
treaty overseen by an outside agency. 
The result of this extended process 
was a commitment by all the Parties 
to submit Intended Nationally 
Determined Contributions (INDCs) 
that is non-binding statements as to 
what countries proposed themselves 
to do to limit the climate change 
catastrophe.
The content of INDCs varied widely 
between countries, some containing 
rather specific targets for reducing 
emissions, others expressing more 
or less credible and quantitative 
aspirations to at least reduce their 
rate-of-growth of GHG emissions. A 
summary of one of the most detailed 
and in many ways one of the most 
important INDC, that of China3 is that 
it intends:
• To achieve the peaking of carbon 
dioxide emissions around 2030 and 
making best efforts to peak  early;
• To lower carbon dioxide emissions 
per unit of GDP by 60% to 65% 
from the 2005 level;
• To increase the share of non-fossil 
fuels in primary energy consumption 
to around 20%; and
• To increase the forest stock volume 
by around 4.5 billion cubic meters 
on the 2005 level.
Bearing in mind the fact that China 
is acknowledged as being the largest 
global emitter, the assertion that it 
will continue to increase its emissions, 
probably until 2030, might be seen 
as a problem. However China makes 
it clear that despite its emission status 
it remains committed to the basic 
principle of UNFCCC asserting that:
Developed countries shall, in 
accordance with their historical 
responsibilities, undertake ambitious 
economy-wide	 absolute	 quantified	
emissions reduction targets by 2030. 
Developing countries shall, in the 
context of sustainable development 
and supported and enabled by the 
provision	 of	 finance,	 technology	
and capacity building by developed 
countries, undertake diversifying 
enhanced mitigation actions.
The differentiation asserted by 
China is essentially a moral one: that 
the developed countries as defined in 
Rio are historically responsible for much 
of the stock of GHG in the atmosphere 
and they became rich on the basis of 
the cheap coal and oil which gave 
rise to this. It is their responsibility to 
reduce emissions and to assist poorer 
countries to become wealthier if not 
by cheap fuel then by financing some 
alternatives.
This is too complex an issue to 
develop further here. What is not in 
doubt is the overall result of putting 
together all the submitted INDCs, 
as it is clear that these show a large 
gap between the aggregate INDCs 
emission levels and those required to 
keep change below 2°C. The official 
aggregation4 accepts this but fights 
shy of converting estimated emissions 
into a warming impact. Fig. 1 shows a 
number of the external compilations 
of this put together by the World 
Resources Institute.  Although different 
compilations of the sometimes obscure 
INDCs come up with different results, 
overall the impact is similar: that under 
the aggregate INDCs (which remember 
are supposed to be countries’ best 
efforts to limit emissions and not 
binding promises), global temperature 
is likely to rise by at least 3°C. The 
difference between this likely outcome 
and the much-touted target of the Paris 
Agreement of 2°C is simply expressed: 
at 3°, 432 million city-dwellers are 
flooded; at 2°C, ‘only’ 280 million 
without counting the tens of millions 
flooded out of low-lying country areas 
including the virtual wiping out of 
Bangladesh and the Netherlands. It 
was one of the successes of the COP 
spin-doctors that it was the estimate of 
2.7°C, very much the lowest of all the 
estimates, that was floated out to most 
of the world’s assembled media.
The fact is that much of the alleged 
success of COP 21 relied upon a 
collective amnesia with regard to 
what had already been accepted at 
previous conferences and not acted 
upon. For example the body of the 
Paris text states with regard to financial 
contributions from developed to 
developing countries:
Sec 54 Further decides…prior 
to 2025 the Conference of the 
Parties…shall set a new collective 
quantified	goal	from	a	floor	of	USD	
100 billion per year, taking into 
account the needs and priorities of 
developing countries.
FIG 1: AGGREGATED CONSEQUENCES OF INDC EMISSIONS
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This sounds impressive until it is 
recalled that in 2010 at the Cancun 
conference, it was stated that 
Conference:
Sec 98 Recognises that 
developed country Parties commit, 
in the context of meaningful 
mitigation actions and transparency 
on implementation, to a goal of 
mobilising jointly USD 100 billion 
per year by 2020 to address the 
needs of developing countries.
So in fact the applauded Paris 
Agreement actually puts off by 5 
years the task of mobilising $100 
billion compared with the Cancun 
commitment. This selective amnesia 
is something which occurs annually 
at COP meetings as was noted here 
in 2012 when the Durban COP also 
reinvented the same fund.5
At Cancun it was agreed to set up 
the Green Climate Fund (GEF) which 
should channel “a significant share of 
new multilateral funding”. This agency 
was set up with its own headquarters in 
South Korea, a staff of around 80 and 
an annual budget of over $17 million. 
According to the GEF “As of November 
2015, the Green Climate Fund has 
raised USD 10.2 billion equivalent in 
pledges from 38 state governments” 
which it hopes will, in due course, 
be changed into actual disbursement. 
Well, it’s a start…
The other much-trumpeted 
achievement of the Paris Agreement 
was to fix a target of 1.5°C as a long-term 
goal. Again this was agreed at Cancun 
in 2010, when it was recognised that 
the COP “also recognises the need to 
consider…strengthening the long-term 
global goal…to a global average 
temperature rise of 1.5°C.” 
So did COP 21 do anything new? 
Rather bizarrely, one genuinely 
new agreement (Sec. 122) was 
“that two high-level champions 
shall be appointed to act on behalf 
of the President of the Conference 
of the Parties to facilitate through 
strengthened high-level engagement in 
the period 2016-2020 the successful 
execution of existing efforts and the 
scaling-up and introduction of new 
or strengthened voluntary efforts, 
initiatives and coalitions … Just why the 
President backed by existing structures 
is unable to do this is unclear but, hey, 
it all helps.
It is very hard to find anything else 
that was really new coming out of Paris 
except, as noted above, what seemed 
to be a genuinely sincere commitment 
to doing something even though, 
as we have seen, current promises 
in the INDCs fail to live up to this 
commitment. The idea seems to be 
that the various national delegations 
will go back to their countries and hold 
their leaders feet to the fire in order 
to obtain tougher action. Two big 
obstacles stand in the way of this.
First, coal. The western industrial 
revolution was built on cheap coal 
and the same can be said of the main 
developing country GHG emitters, 
China and India. These two countries 
plus the USA and, despite its green 
credentials, Germany, remain wedded 
to the fuel as for caseload electricity 
generation as seen in Table 1. 
TABLE 1: COAL USE IN POWER 
GENERATION






FIG 2: POWDER RIVER BASIN MINE
FIG 3: GERMAN OPENCAST MINE
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In all these countries, coal comes from 
huge reserves of mostly surface coal. 
In the USA for example, the Powder 
River Basin covers an area of about 
60,000 m2. and contains many billions 
of tonnes of coal, mostly poor quality, in 
seams which dwarf the largest vehicles. 
Coal use in the US power system started 
to increase in 2014 having declined for 
some years previously.
Similarly, in Germany, huge 
opencast brown-coal mines dominate 
power generation and the German 
government’s decision to close 
existing nuclear stations following the 
Fukushima episode means that national 
CHG emissions have actually increased 
with greater reliance on  brown-coal. 
In the last five years, the proportion of 
coal in power generation has increased 
to 47.5% from 46.1% in the preceding 
five years.6 In 2013, Germany began to 
operate 5300 MW of coal-fired plant, 
the biggest increase for twenty years.
In India, the dominant state-owned 
producer, Coal India, appears to be 
sticking to its plans to almost double 
production to around a billion tonnes 
by 2020 and coal use has steadily gone 
up by five percentage points since 2000.
Only China, already by far the 
largest coal producer at nearly 4 billion 
tonnes, appears to take reduction in 
coal use seriously, partly because of 
the serious air-pollution problems 
besetting the country’s cities and 
partly because it has a major nuclear-
power programme. Although Chinese 
used of coal does steadily increase, its 
proportional use in power has drifted 
down from nearly 80% in 2011.
Nuclear power remains the central 
issue in this equation. It has been 
argued here in The Thinker7 that only 
an increased use of nuclear power 
alongside greater use of renewables 
such as solar and wind-power will 
push enough coal out of power 
systems to seriously impact on its use. 
The arguments will not be rehearsed 
again but the case of Germany, the 
country which has been a leader in 
the introduction of renewable energy, 
suggests that reduction in the use of 
nuclear inevitably leads to greater 
coal use. But after Fukushima, nuclear 
has become a no-go area for some 
major GHG emitters in Europe and 
America and to a significant extent in 
India which until quite recently had 
extensive plans for nuclear expansion. 
The second big reason not to 
be too cheerful is the upcoming 
US presidential elections in which 
the two leaders in the race for the 
Republican nomination, Donald 
Trump and Ben Carson, are open 
climate-change deniers. Now it may 
seem inconceivable that either of these 
could become US President in 2016 
and certainly Hillary Clinton appears 
to have a small but clear margin over 
any Republican opponent. However, if 
a small swing does occur and the US 
fruit-cake industry triumphs, then hope 
for the USA adhering to any climate-
change agreement would be remote. It 
should be remembered that the USA 
remained adamant in its refusal to 
ratify the Kyoto treaty, the only initial 
signatory to do so.
However, let us conclude on a 
genuine reason to be cheerful. Despite 
refusing to shift from the fundamental 
distinction of Rio between developed 
and developing countries and 
producing an INDC that maintained 
growth in GHG emissions, there is every 
indication that the Chinese leadership 
is serious about climate change and 
that they do mean what is stated in 
their INDC: to make “best efforts to 
peak early”, that is before 2030. One 
reason for this is that, perhaps because 
there are significant numbers of trained 
engineers and scientists in their ranks, 
they understand climate change and 
can appreciate that if Shanghai, Tianjin 
and Hong Kong begin to disappear 
beneath the sea there will be greater 
repercussions, particularly in the 
financial sector, than just a few million 
homeless. Think, for example, of all 
those lost mortgages.
The second reason is that China is 
now the leading world manufacturer of 
both photovoltaic panels and nuclear 
power stations. In a sense, they have 
it both ways in the great debate on 
nuclear versus renewables. The U.K., 
once a developer of no less than five 
distinct civil nuclear systems, has been 
forced to accept involvement by the 
China Nuclear Power Corporation in 
building a new station at Hinkley Point. 
The same company is believed to want 
to build its own design of station at 
other parts of the U.K. China hopes to 
build no less than 110 stations by 2030 
and is keen to become nuclear builder 
to the world, a not-unreasonable 
ambition despite the current anti-
nuclear sentiment.
If there is a note of pessimism 
running through this article, it is 
because for over 20 years, world 
governments have repeatedly dodged 
the issues raised at Rio. GHG emissions 
are 50% higher and increasing. Climate 
change is real and now. The majority 
of those who will be flooded from their 
homes are alive now. It will take more 
than the two COP ‘champions’ to 
turn this around but concerted public 
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Only China,  
already by far the 
largest coal producer 
at nearly 4 billion 
tonnes, appears to 
take reduction in coal 
use seriously, partly 
because of the serious 
air-pollution problems 
besetting the  
country’s cities.
The two leaders 
in the race for 
the Republican 
nomination, Donald 
Trump and Ben 
Carson, are open 
climate-change 
deniers.
